
   

Weekly Health Tip: 

Taking Care of Your Heart 

Heart disease is the biggest killer of American women and men. But, it's also a 

preventable disease in many cases. With February designated American Heart 

Month, Dr. Suzanne Steinbaum, director of Women's Heart Health at Lenox Hill 

Hospital in New York City, offers 10 tips for reducing your risk of cardiovascular 

trouble: 
 

 Know your numbers: Tests will give you insight into your risk for heart      

disease. Keep track of your blood pressure, cholesterol levels, hemoglobin 

A1C (blood sugars) and inflammatory markers. 
 

 Watch your diet: "Research has shown a diet high in fruits and vegetables, 

whole grains, legumes, nuts and olive oil -- consistent with the Mediterranean 

diet -- can decrease the incidence of heart disease by 30 percent, whereas 

diets high in saturated fats and simple sugars can increase the risk of heart 

disease by 30 percent," Steinbaum said. "Paying attention to what you are 

eating is one of the major cornerstones of keeping your heart healthy." 
 

 Exercise: American Heart Association guidelines recommend two and a half 

hours of cardiovascular exercise per week, Steinbaum said. Exercise lowers 

the risk of heart disease, stroke, diabetes, obesity and other medical          

conditions. 
 

 Manage your stress: "Stress takes a toll on the heart, increasing hormones 

throughout the body [that are] associated with the 'flight-or-fight syndrome,' 

leading to an increase in heart rate and blood pressure," Steinbaum said. "It 

can also increase the stress hormones, such as cortisol, which causes in-

flammation, all leading to heart disease. We all have stress in our lives, and 

managing it is a large part of being heart-healthy." 
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Taking Care of Your Heart, continued 
 

 Master the art of well-being: Positive emotions such as optimism can lower 

your risk of heart disease, and laughter is helpful too, Steinbaum said. It 

boosts the immune system, decreases stress and lowers blood pressure. 
 

 Keep your arteries healthy: "Foods like dark chocolate, berries, tea and red 

wine ... help to dilate the arteries, decrease blood pressure, lower cholesterol 

and prevent clotting," Steinbaum said.  
 

 Be aware of gender differences in heart disease: If you're concerned that 

you have symptoms of heart disease, seek help and call 911. Some women 

are hesitant about getting assistance because they worry they may be 

wrong. "Always be safe rather than sorry," Steinbaum said. For women, signs 

of heart disease can be subtle: shortness of breath, jaw pain, back pain,  

nausea, vomiting, sleep disturbances or fatigue. 
 

 Talk to your family: Get information about your family's medical history. 

"Although heart disease is due to lifestyle choices 80 percent to 90 percent of 

the time, a significant family history is critical to know," Steinbaum said. "If 

you had a mother with heart disease [when she was younger than] 65 years 

old, or a father with heart disease [at younger than] 55 years old, early diag-

nosis and prevention is key. The earlier you know, the more chance you have 

to change your outcome and be in control of your potential destiny." 
 

 If you're a woman, consider your pregnancy history: If you had high 

blood pressure or elevated sugars during pregnancy, you are at higher risk of 

heart disease. 
 

 Be proactive about screening tests: "If you have multiple risk factors for 

heart disease or a strong family history, get screened ... to determine your re-

al risk of heart disease," Steinbaum said. "If [your test results] are abnormal, 

then your risk goes up and aggressive prevention should start immediately, 

whether it is lifestyle changes or medication. Having the information empow-

ers you to make a difference in the rest of your life's heart health. It is worth 

getting the information." 
 

SOURCE: Suzanne Steinbaum, M.D., director, Women's Heart Health, Lenox Hill Hospital, New York City 
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